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Abstract: The foremost purpose of comedy is to make us laugh, but 
simultaneously it deals with serious topics of universal and enduring concern. In 
the present paper, my attempt is to scrutinize the comic prowess of Neil Simon, 
the most successful comic playwright in the history of American theatre, and his 
new role as a popular artist in creating a moral rhetoric for the vast middle-class 
audience who cannot find a sense of belonging in the American society 
threatened by excessive individualism and youth revolt. American society is 
fighting hard to save „family‟ as the basic unit of society. Based on the analysis 
of his early popular comedies Barefoot in the Park and The Odd Couple, the 
present paper will examine how Simon applies the American tradition of comedy 
in his plays to show the changing paradigms of American family. His approach is 
didactic and in the ideal portrayal of the American family he is influenced by 
primetime comedies. The function of the earlier morality plays has been taken 
over by television and popular theatre. I will analyze how the social implications 
of America as a nation are utilized by Simon to create the rhetoric of an ideal 
family. Both the plays celebrate „family‟ as a stable social institution and its 
importance in the private and public space. An ideal family becomes a 
prerequisite for an ideal suburbia.  
Key Words: Barefoot in the Park, Family, Morality, Popular American Comedy, 
The Odd Couple. 
Introduction: 
 Neil Simon is the most popular and 
highly successful playwright in the history 
of American theatre. He has spent more 
than a decade in television, especially in 
the genre of situation comedy. He has 
more plays adapted to films and helped to 
define television comedy during the 
medium‟s legendary days. He started his 
career with writing jokes for newspaper 
columns and comedy for radio show 
Robert Q Lewis Show.  His early 
experience in radio and television paved 
the way for legitimate theatre and equip 
him with all the techniques set by popular 
taste. Most of his plays are Broadway hits. 
Broadway paid tribute to him in 1983 by 
renaming the Alvin Theatre, the Neil 
Simon Theatre. Because Simon initially 
learnt his craft of laughter during the 
golden age of television comedy, he came 
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to the theatre with a gift for writing gags 
and one-liners and an instinctive 
knowledge of what would make audience 
laugh. His plays provide laughs, thrills and 
escape from boredom. Laughter is a very 
important component in his plays and acts 
as mechanism for „catharses‟ of painful 
emotions. Times Magazine praises his 
comic art: “If Broadway ever erects a 
monument to a patron saint of laughter, 
Neil Simon has to be it.” 
 Although he has written about 
population explosion, drug addiction, 
corruption, anti-Semitism and alcoholism, 
he prefers to live within the sphere of 
family and human relationships because he 
thinks that family is the microcosm of 
what is going on in the society. He 
beautifully portrays the subterranean 
impulses of most urban middle-class 
people. Irrespective of time and borders, 
large number of audiences can identify 
themselves with his themes and characters. 
His urban colloquial speech effectively 
portrays the rhythm of urban middle-class 
life. It is equally essential in mapping all 
the ailments of modern consumer society. 
He offers a unique, empathetic and 
humorous look into the American 
character. In his treatment of human 
relationships, he employs flexibility and 
believes in the importance of family as the 
basic social unit. His plays invariably 
depict the plight of white middle-class 
Americans, most of whom are New 
Yorkers and many of whom are Jewish 
like him. He does not think against society, 
he thinks with it, observing and 
recognizing the sorrows and deliriums of 
the middle-class. His plays try to give 
necessary wisdom about „family 
relationships‟. His plays make us feel, 
think and comment, and then revise our 
feelings and comments on our 
commentary. (Satpathy, 2008,  p.174). 
  In domestic comedies, Simon‟s 
style can be traced back to Menander, the 
master of Greek New Comedy. His 
characters are often tempted to break their 
wedding vows or to separate because of 
marital difficulties, but in the end they 
manage to reaffirm their mutual 
commitments. His comedies typically 
conclude not with the celebration of a new 
marriage but with the renewal of an old 
one. (Koprince, 2002, p.3) 
 For years, Simon has been in the 
limelight because of his commercial 
success, but recently the scholar 
community has begun to view him as an 
important commentator on the lifestyle of 
American urban middle-class. With the 
recent blurring of boundaries between an 
artist and an entertainer, my objective is to 
reformulate the critical opinions about 
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Simon as a popular artist who gets 
phenomenal success from commercial and 
critical points of view. Through his 
comedies he proves that popular comedies 
saturate the rhythm of everyday life and 
can be more perceptive about the modern 
human condition than the so called 
„serious‟ plays. Tad Friend rightly argues: 
“Good art that reaches thirty 
million people and makes 
them feel connected may have 
more to offer us now than 
great art that reaches three 
thousand and makes them feel 
more or less alone”. (Matthew, 
2003, p.262) 
The American Tradition of Comedy: 
  In his use of popular theatrical 
techniques like vaudeville, jokes and farce, 
Simon is greatly influenced by the 
American tradition of comedy and most of 
his plays have been adapted for cinema 
and television comedy.  American theatre 
has its roots in popular rather than elitist 
art forms. Its origins and evolvement prior 
to the twentieth century were largely 
entertainment based. It has its roots in the 
popular entertainment forms like 
vaudeville, minstrel shows, travelling 
medicine shows, circuses and honky-
tonks. The American contribution lies in 
the technical excellence and high 
professionalization of popular theatrical 
forms which were neglected in the service 
of elite theatre in Europe. Alan Lewis 
notes that in France theatres are classified 
and light entertainment is generously 
supplied by a professional corps of 
„boulevard‟ writers. In New York, plays of 
all descriptions are tossed into the same 
stage and evaluated by the same standards. 
The American „boulevard writer‟ has no 
separate area to operate (Lewis, 1970, 
p.165). In America, they have become an 
important part of show business. In the age 
of world wars, terrorism and suicide 
bombers, we have been devoid of 
unfettered laughter. America has produced 
light comedies which are unmatched in 
their comic appeal and with their acute 
sense of perfection and high 
professionalization they have given an 
innovating and soothing experience to the 
audience who come to theatre not only for 
an intellectual experience but also for 
laughs and thrills. With its „relieving‟ 
effect on the audience, the popular comic 
theatre in America has become the most 
frequent artistic experience for the 
audience. It saturates the rhythms of 
American working class life and has 
become successful in achieving satire. Its 
tradition is continued by the television 
comedy in America. Popular theatre and 
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the media, especially the entertainment 
media, are inseparable. 
       Traditionally, comic sketches were 
presented within a variety show and mixed 
with musical performances in vaudeville. 
The emerging medium of radio and 
television allows the audience to regularly 
view programmes every week. The most 
dominant genre among television comedy 
is sitcom. It originated in radio but today it 
is the dominant narrative form on 
television. It is different from standup 
comedy because comic portions in sitcom 
are enclosed in a narrative. It has a story 
line accompanied by gags, jokes and one-
liners as the part of dialogue. They have 
immense cultural significance as they 
provide regular entertainment to the vast 
middle-class audience and portray its 
desires and culture. David Marc calls 
television comedy in America as the 
culture of democracy in which commerce, 
entertainment, art and life intermingle.  
The Changing Configurations of Family 
in Barefoot in the Park and The Odd 
Couple: 
       This paper will examine changing 
patterns of the American family from the 
traditional husband-wife pattern to 
families with same sex partners. Barefoot 
in the Park gives idealized portraits of 
romantic love within the institution of 
marriage. The Odd Couple portrays the 
idealized picture of two divorced men 
living together to find a sense of 
belonging. In his portrayal of ideal family 
relationships, Simon is influenced by the 
tradition of American sitcom. Through the 
years, the picture perfect family has 
evolved from the traditional working dad 
and stay at home mom nuclear family to 
include exhaustive configurations of non-
traditional family (Dalton, 2005, p.3). In 
the sitcoms and popular comedies of 1950s 
producers have taken careful pains to 
respect the age old tradition of grafting 
humour to moral situation (Marc, 1989, 
p.20). This period is usually depicted in 
history as an era when everyone worked 
together for a common goal, American 
society was relatively stable and dissent 
was uncommon. Lynn Spigel argues that 
the family home is represented as if it were 
a public spectacle, a monument 
commemorating the values of the ideal 
American town (Spigel, 1992, p.131). 
Popular theatre in America was also 
influenced by contemporary cultural 
changes. In his Broadway comedies, 
Simon touched the sentimental chord of 
the audience by portraying the revival of 
traditional American values thereby 
relieving them from the pain of isolation 
and homelessness. 
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 Simon‟s early plays, including 
Barefoot in the Park and The Odd Couple, 
are located in the suburban communities 
and can be read as cultural documents of 
suburban middle-class life in America. 
Barefoot in the Park is about the 
incompatibility between heterosexual 
couples. Both the partners, Paul and Corie, 
are poles apart in their attitude towards 
life. While Corie is experimental and 
adventurous, Paul is conservative. The 
Odd Couple handles the theme of 
incompatibility between two divorced 
men, Oscar Madison and Felix Ungar. The 
Odd Couple can be called a sequel to 
Barefoot in the Park because it portrays 
the after-life of divorced people. In the 
end, Paul and Corie recognize their need 
for each other and avert divorce, 
developing an attitude of suppleness 
towards each other. Had they not 
developed an understanding for each other 
their futures would have been like Oscar 
and Felix. Through these light comedies, 
Simon wants to show the audience, 
whether two men are living together or 
heterosexual couples, tolerance is what 
one needs for long lasting relationships. 
The first conflict in Barefoot in the 
Park starts with the dialogue of Corie‟s 
mother with her daughter: “You‟re so 
impulsive. You jump into life. Paul is like 
me. He looks first.”(131) Corie‟s mother 
points out that although opposites attract, 
they also irritate, exasperate and injure one 
another. Corie Bratter is a newlywed who 
is lovely, romantic, young and full of hope 
for the future. Her husband Paul is a 
sedate, stuffy young man, just beginning 
his career as a lawyer. The hangover of the 
romantic honeymoon is still prominent in 
Corie and she wants to be loved the rest of 
her life like this. Corie‟s intense sexual 
nature has been fully aroused. Apparently 
she was a virgin up to her wedding day. 
Only during her honeymoon, she 
experienced the pleasures of total sexual 
fulfillment. She says to her mother that her 
honeymoon weak was astonishing, that she 
found spiritual, emotional and physical 
love. Unlike most of the women characters 
of comedy, Simon does not portray Corie 
with patterned behaviour. Audience laughs 
not at her excessive demands from her 
husband, but at her over romanticized 
nature and her excessive jest for life which 
is not possible in the framework of 
marriage. The condition of the newlyweds 
is peculiar, as the nostalgia of the romantic 
world is not over and practical realities of 
the institution of marriage demand 
something else. Paul becomes a husband 
but Corie still remains a lover. 
For an effective comedy, Simon 
makes use of exaggerated characters but 
still they are true to life. Paul‟s excessive 
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calculative nature and Corie‟s impulsive 
nature make them unfit for long lasting 
relationships. Couples get divorced the 
same day they get married. Lack of 
tolerance and excessive individuality leads 
to frustration and alienation. However, 
Simon‟s unique and humorous 
characterization pokes fun at their rigidity. 
The characters suffer from too much 
polarization, each is planted too firmly in 
his own opinions and it is this obstinacy 
which gives rise to humour. 
Mc Govern argues that in the end 
each of the four characters alters his 
behaviour so that it becomes less 
polarized, less radical, and less extreme. 
Each person gravitates towards moderation 
which seems to be the playwright‟s ideal 
(Johnson, 1983, p.15). Eventually both 
Paul and Corie learn the delicate art of 
compromise. When in a mood of 
frustration and anger, Paul climbs to the 
roof, Corie realizes her mistake. This is the 
movement when she steps out of her 
romantic world into the world of everyday 
reality. She does a little compromise to 
save her marriage but not at the cost of her 
individuality. She is the most vivid 
character drawn by Simon. She draws her 
gloomy, cerebral husband out of his shell 
and persuades him to walk barefoot 
through Washington Square Park in the 
middle of winter (Abbott, 1997). She 
essentially transforms Paul into a husband 
and a lover that is suitable to her. And she 
arranges for her mother to find happiness 
in a similarly reckless but endearing way. 
She wants her widowed mother to have an 
affair with a bohemian old bachelor, 
Victor Vilasco. When she arranges first 
date for her widowed mother and frets 
about her when she is late coming home, 
Corie plays the role of mother too.  
 Simon‟s representation of the ideal 
family is not based on repression or 
sacrifice of needs but on accommodating 
the needs of each other. Character of Corie 
imbibes the spirit of liberated American 
female who can mould her partner 
according to her principles. She is frank, 
sensual and passionate about her desires. 
She dominates nearly every scene by her 
sheer brilliance and exuberance of 
personality. Abbott notes that while she 
lacks the dark complexity of later Simon 
creations, it is precisely her straight-
forward simplicity that makes her such a 
charming and powerful character. He 
suggests that it is a mistake to assume that 
she discovers her identity after marriage. 
Her identity is already firmly established. 
Her free spirited personality clashes loudly 
with her new husband‟s conservatism. For 
Simon, she is more than simply „Mrs. Paul 
Bratter‟. She is the driving force of the 
play. But at heart she is traditional 
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housewife of the 1950s, someone whose 
greatest joy is to create a loving home for 
her husband and her future children. When 
Victor Vilasco asks her if she is a folk 
singer, she answers that she is a wife. Her 
response at the end of the play is perfectly 
in keeping with the sense of herself as a 
homemaker. She will fix up their 
apartment, she will make their home as 
comfortable as possible, and she will enjoy 
the security of Paul‟s love. Paul is also not 
an authoritative husband. He is Corie‟s 
soul mate and her companion. The 
exchange of identities also provides a 
better understanding of Paul. In reality, 
Paul is not a boring conformist or „stuffed 
shirt‟. He is willing to compromise to save 
his love nest. His sudden impulse to walk 
barefoot in the park confirms his capacity 
to engage in conventional behaviour and to 
appreciate spontaneity in others. Indeed, 
earlier in the play, Paul is shown to have 
good imagination and a quick sense of 
humour. In act 1, when Corie tells him that 
she wants to do something wild, insane 
and crazy, he answers: “Well… I‟ll come 
home early and we‟ll wallpaper each 
other” (117). 
In this play, Simon supports not 
only moderation and compromise but also 
the institution of marriage itself. A minor 
character, the telephone repairman also 
voices Simon‟s optimism about marriage 
when he remarks: “With all trouble today, 
you see a couple of newlyweds; you figure 
there‟s still hope for the world”. In 
Barefoot in the Park, Simon takes stand 
against excess, firmly aligning himself 
with this golden mean, and in the process, 
giving his audience some of the liveliest 
humour since the Broadway hits of Moss 
Hart and George S. Kaufman. (Koprince, 
2002, p.27) 
In The Odd Couple, Simon 
deviates from his patterned representation 
of an ideal family. He has evolved from 
the traditional heterosexual nuclear family 
to non-traditional family where two 
divorced men are living together like a 
family. In The Odd Couple, he celebrates 
compromise, rather than insisting a 
position be maintained in all its stark 
purity. The two characters, Oscar and Roy, 
representing incompatible philosophies 
actually do get the divorce which Corie 
and Paul do not really want or need. It 
shows even more forcibly that unless some 
compromise is affected, some middle 
ground agreed upon, it is impossible for 
human beings to live in harmony, each 
clinging tenaciously to a view of life 
which allows no other. It is significant that 
Simon originally envisioned The Odd 
Couple as a black comedy because he 
attempts to portray the mechanical and 
patterned behaviour of two characters who 
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repeat again and again their self- defeating 
patterns of personality. These patterns 
make them impossible to live together, all 
good intentions withstanding. It does not 
matter that the two main characters are 
both men. They could be women. Or they 
could be married couple in the traditional 
sense. The thing that matters is that the 
playwright is making a very humorous 
statement that although opposites may 
attract, they also exasperate frequently to 
the point that the only viable alternative is 
to murder or to divorce. 
The Odd Couple shows the 
problems involved when opposites live 
together and explores what happens when 
neither will compromise. The Odd Couple 
opens with divorced Oscar Madison, the 
slob in his natural habitat, amid cigar 
smoke, moldy green sandwiches and warm 
beer. He is playing poker with his friends; 
Speed, a sarcastic, quick witted cynic, 
Roy, Oscar‟s typically dull accountant and 
Vinnie. While playing poker, they are 
talking about their friend Felix Unger, who 
is thrown out of his house by his wife. 
Then suddenly Felix comes, and in a weak 
moment the divorced Oscar offers Felix a 
sanctuary. After Felix accepts and moves 
in, he and Oscar find the same problems in 
divorce that they had encountered in 
marriage. 
Much of the humour in The Odd 
Couple is achieved through exaggeration. 
Simon   provides his characters with 
amusing dialogue and exaggerated traits, 
Felix Unger‟s obsessive neatness and 
Oscar Madison‟s extreme sloppiness. 
Oscar is carefree, irresponsible. His 
carefree attitude is evident in the 
sloppiness of his house, but it seems to 
trouble others more than it does Oscar. He 
wipes his hands on the sleeve of Roy‟s 
jacket hanging behind the back of chair 
while they are playing poker game. He 
enjoys life to the fullest with his weekly 
poker game friends, excessive drinking 
and cigars. Simon portrays the messy 
condition of his bachelor apartment.  
“Without the touch and care of 
a woman, apartment becomes 
„a sturdy place in slovenliness‟ 
with dirty, discarded clothes, 
old newspapers, empty bottles, 
and glasses filled and unfilled, 
opened and unopened laundry 
packages” (217). 
In contrast to Oscar, Felix is neat; 
one should say sterile, sensitive, caring 
and dependent on his wife. When he hums, 
bellowing like a moose to clear his ears, 
audience gets an indication of the 
eccentricity that might have led his wife to 
expel him. A forty four year old news 
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writer for CBS, he responds to his wife‟s 
decision to end their marriage by 
considering suicide, but in Simon‟s comic 
world attempted suicide is funny rather 
than serious. The compulsively tidy Felix 
sends his suicide note to his wife in a 
telegram. Earlier he locked himself in the 
bathroom and wrote the entire suicide note 
on a toilet paper. Whenever Oscar screams 
at him he feels uncomfortable and says 
“Don‟t yell at me! Tell me nicely” (242).  
It is he, who cannot manage without his 
wife but he pretends as if it is his wife, 
Frances, who is going through a tough 
time. He says: 
“I can imagine what Frances 
must be going through. It‟s 
much harder on the woman; 
Oscar She‟s all alone with the 
kids. Stuck there in the house. 
She can‟t get out like me. I 
mean where is she going to 
find someone now at her age? 
With two kids where?” (245). 
The reversal of gender roles evokes 
laughter from the audience. He wants his 
wife to write down each and every penny 
spent. He re-cooks and re-cleans 
everything. He does not like clean things 
but sterile things. Once he cleaned all 
poker cards with a disinfectant. After their 
maid and his wife Frances have cleaned 
up, at night he cleans the whole place 
again. He knows about his obsession when 
he says: “Blame it on my mother I was 
toilet trained at five months old” (246). 
This mechanical pattern of habits evokes 
laughter and shows comic incongruity. 
However the situation is a little 
exaggerated and funny but it is also serious 
when Oscar tells Felix: 
“That‟s why you make me feel 
guilty; you‟re always in my 
bathroom hanging up my 
towels. Whenever I smoke you 
follow me around with an 
ashtray. Last night I found you 
washing the kitchen floor, 
shaking your head and 
screaming „Footprints, 
Footprints‟, well I have feet 
and they make prints what do 
you want me to do, climb 
across the cabinets” (259). 
This very fact makes the audiences laugh 
because they can see here the deviations 
from standard norms. He says that two 
single men living alone in the big eight 
room apartment should not have a cleaner 
house than his mother.  
 The Odd Couple is sometimes 
thought to have a gay subtext, but no 
cogent reading of the play can miss the 
fact that Oscar and Felix and their card 
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playing friends are blatantly heterosexual 
(Grayson, 1997). Felix, despite being fussy 
and having a feminine interest in furniture 
and food, is strongly attracted to females. 
When Felix and his wife were happy and 
living together, he still stared at women on 
the street for ten minutes and used to take 
the wrong subway home just following „a 
pair of legs‟. Grayson writes that much of 
what is funny about the relationship 
between Felix and Oscar in The Odd 
Couple is the incongruity of both tender 
feelings and spouse like bickering between 
heterosexual men. If this relationship had 
any homosexual overtones the play would 
lose its humour. When Oscar suggests that 
Felix should move in with him, he does it 
the way it is done between lovers: “I am 
proposing you what do you want a ring” 
(248). At the end of act I, when Felix calls 
Oscar Frances, his wife‟s name, the 
audience understands  that Felix is settling 
into the same patterns in his (non- sexual) 
relationship with Oscar that led to the 
destruction of his marriage with Frances.  
Retaining the comic mode, Simon 
gives his comic solution to the audience, 
the requirement to preserve and extol the 
virtues of family as a time tested social 
institution. His message is as true for gay 
relationships as it is for heterosexual 
couples. Corie admits that her young 
husband must also work to support the 
family. Paul recognizes that he should 
come out from his cold existence and 
should not be very rigid in his attitude to 
life. In the end, Simon gives a solution 
through the advice of Corie‟s mother: 
“Don‟t make everything a 
game. But take care of him. 
And make him feel important. 
And if you can do that, you‟ll 
have a happy and wonderful 
marriage. Like two out of 
every ten couples. But you‟ll 
be one of the two baby” (207). 
In both the plays, Simon portrays 
reconciliation between two opposite world 
views. In fact, the suburban setting itself 
symbolizes the utopian reconciliation 
between the city and the country. In 
Barefoot in the Park, Corie‟s wild nature 
symbolizes the country and Paul‟s ordered 
nature symbolizes the suburban 
community. Similarly order and disorder 
represented by Oscar and Roy symbolize 
the same principle. The reconciliation 
between opposites symbolically represents 
not only the restoration of traditional 
family, but also represents the national 
ideological unity which is the base for any 
democracy, as it demands unity in 
plurality. It is based on the utopian dream 
of peaceful survival of several ethnic 
communities under the net of one nation 
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that is America. Both the plays are 
symbolically rich, as they can be read at 
many levels, at the level of nation and 
family, country and town, rational and 
irrational. Simon successfully portrays 
ideal family at cultural and social levels. 
Thus it can be concluded with 
some justification that both the plays 
celebrate family as the embodiment of 
security, stability and togetherness. Simon 
portrays the family as paradise and a place 
of refuge where characters find a sense of 
belonging. Written in 1963 and 1964 
respectively, Barefoot in the Park and The 
Odd Couple are successful in inducing an 
intense longing for stability and 
belongingness in American culture when, 
argues Judy Kutulas, “depression and 
World War II blurred American memories 
of normal family life”    (Dalton, 2005, 
p.49). Although few Americans ever 
enjoyed family lives as harmonies as 
portrayed in the comic plays and sitcoms 
of 1950s and 60s, they symbolize a 
definition of ideal family life that was 
widely shared in America of those decades 
(Erera, 2002, p.3). They are profoundly 
emotional and funny, and appeal to the 
American audience because somewhere in 
its psyche there is a longing for a „return‟ 
to a familial paradise.  
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